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Summary 
This report summarizes information for the states and the District of Columbia concerning voting 

participation in primary elections. Procedures vary from state to state concerning who is eligible 

to vote in primary elections, depending on whether the state has an open primary (a voter has the 

option of choosing either party ballot in the secrecy of the polling booth) or a closed primary (a 

voter must register with a political party before the election to be eligible to vote or must publicly 

choose a party ballot at the polling place). At present, 12 states have open primaries and 38 states 

and the District of Columbia have closed primaries. In a June 26, 2000 decision, the U.S. 

Supreme Court ruled that the open primary system used California, often called a blanket 

primary, was unconstitutional (see discussion in the introductory section below and individual 

state notes). The ruling affects similar primaries in Washington and Alaska, while it is unclear 

whether it applies to states with open primaries that are not blanket primaries. 
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Disclaimer 

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan 

shared staff to congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at the behest of and 

under the direction of Congress. Information in a CRS Report should not be relied upon for purposes other 

than public understanding of information that has been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in 

connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work of the United States Government, are not 

subject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be reproduced and distributed in 

its entirety without permission from CRS. However, as a CRS Report may include copyrighted images or 

material from a third party, you may need to obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you wish to 

copy or otherwise use copyrighted material. 
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